Interrogating Demand: Pathways Toward Purchase inE-Books at UC Merced
The University of California, Merced (UC Merced), the tenth campus in the University of California system and the first new American research university in the 21 st century, welcomed its first class in 2005. The initial class comprised 875 students, mostly undergraduates. In fall 2015, UC Merced had 6,700 students including almost 400 graduate students. There is a proposal currently under review to construct sufficient academic buildings and student housing to allow the campus to grow to 10,000 students including 1,000 graduate students by 2020.
From the beginning, e-books have been a very important component of collection development at UC Merced. At the present time the library has approximately 1.2 million e-books available and a print collection of approximately 125,000 volumes. Of the 1.2 million available e-books, 800,000 volumes are available through University of California system-wide package licenses with publishers such as Springer, Wiley, and Elsevier. In a majority of cases negotiations for system-wide e-book packages are linked to negotiations for journal packages from the same publishers. This trend has accelerated during the past five years.
The remaining 400,000 e-books are available through a variety of locally licensed models: 128,000 through an ebrary Academic Complete subscription; 216,000 through an EBL demanddriven acquisitions (DDA) plan with purchase on the fourth use after three short-term loans (STLs); and 55,000 through a DDA plan with MyiLibrary with purchase on the second use without STLs.
The Academic Complete subscription provides access to a wide variety of academic titles with unlimited simultaneous users for a very low per title cost. A potential disadvantage is that if the subscription were to be allowed to lapse, all access would be lost. Since UC Merced anticipates being able to maintain the subscription for the foreseeable future, this is not an issue.
One of the main reasons for choosing EBL as the library's principal e-book aggregator, was EBL's use of "non-linear lending." This model is not quite unlimited simultaneous users, but it's close. The model allows a specified number of accesses during a calendar year, usually 300 or 325, before an additional copy needs to be purchased to maintain access to that title. The number of accesses resets each calendar year. This model is extremely useful when faculty assign e-books for class reading. If these books were available with 1-user or even 3-user licenses, the number of turnaways and the resulting frustration could be significant. At UC Merced only one title available under "non-linear lending" has exceeded the number of allowed uses over ten years.
The MyiLibrary DDA plan was originally implemented to provide access to titles not available from EBL. It was also an experiment with a different DDA model that didn't involve the use of STLs. Since the fall of 2014 the MyiLibrary plan has also been used to provide access to titles that certain publishers were no longer making available through DDA plans with STLs. Content from publishers that no longer support DDA plans of any type is no longer available at UC Merced except for a small number of titles individually purchased.
According to ProQuest the EBL and ebrary catalogues should be combined by the end of 2015. The EBL catalogue has already been deduped against ebrary Academic Complete at UC Merced. The library is currently in the process of examining the new publishers currently with ebrary that will be available when the two catalogues are merged. At this point a number of non-academic publishers have been excluded from the plan. Other publishers may be excluded in the future based on willingness to support short-term loans, the cost of STLs, and the availability of titles under non-linear lending licenses. Now that ProQuest has also acquired MyiLibrary, the expectation is that there will be one unified catalogue of all ProQuest e-books in the not too distant future.
Having almost 275,000 e-books available through DDA is contrary to the collection development practices of most research libraries that carefully circumscribe the size of their DDA pools by subject, publisher, publication year, etc. in order to guard against possible runaway costs. Other than blocking most titles in Library of Congress class R (medicine, nursing, dentistry, etc.), removing certain non-academic publishers and having a $300 per title price limit, there have been no other substantial restrictions on the size of the DDA pool at UC Merced. There is specifically no limit by publication year. The library chose to take this approach primarily due to the rapid, uncoordinated increase in faculty hiring and in the establishment of new programs resulting from the university being in a start-up mode for the first decade of its existence. Both the administration and faculty have tried to expand academic offerings as quickly as possible. Often this has resulted in hiring an individual faculty member in a field that is completely new at UC Merced. In many cases the library did not know that the faculty member had been hired until he or she appeared at the library to request book purchases and journal subscriptions. Since many new faculty, particularly in the humanities, have research agendas that are not shared by other UC Merced faculty, they often request information resources that are not useful to other faculty or programs. These conditions made it practically impossible to manage the DDA plans in the traditional manner. Another reason for taking this approach is that the library did not have and still does not have a sufficient number of librarians to have assigned subject selectors. There simply aren't enough people to do title-by-title selection either for print or electronic monographs.
Because of the emphasis on interdisciplinary work, UC Merced does not have traditional academic departments. Faculty have selforganized into various groups based on disciplinary or cross-disciplinary working relationships. These organizational factors have also made it difficult for the library to initiate and maintain discussions with faculty regarding collection development. Under these circumstances, the best way to support teaching and research has been to cast a wide net with the DDA plans. As academic hiring becomes more stable, it is anticipated that the DDA pool will become more focused. In spite of the large number of available titles, spending remained constant and within budget until the summer of 2014 when a number of publishers significantly raised short-term loan rates without notice. This resulted in the doubling of the monthly cost for the EBL DDA plan. Several steps were taken in September 2014 to once again bring spending under control. Thirteen publishers were completely dropped from the plan. When this action was not sufficient to control spending given the increased STL costs, a $30 cap across the board on individual STLs was instituted. These actions are still in place and have served to bring spending under control. They have also reduced the size of the EBL DDA pool by 50%.
For the comparable period, the experience of UC Merced with the MyiLibrary DDA plan is as follows:
Total spend: $64,362
Purchases: $534
Cost per purchase: $120.53
For UC Merced, DDA, whether employing shortterm loans or not, has been and continues to be a cost effective means of providing access to ebooks. The results have clearly emphasized access over ownership with 93% of total spending for STLs. Partly this is due to the very large number of available titles and partly due to the comparatively small user base. A very large number of titles that has been accessed once or twice over the decade. At the same time there has been steady usage of the purchased titles after purchase.
Unfortunately, some publishers have taken actions that have raised doubts as to the sustainability of the DDA model going forward. Publishers continue to raise short-term loan rates, often combined with increases in the list price of the book. Since the STL rate is a percentage of the list price, the result has been to make the use of STLs prohibitively expensive for many publishers. Some publishers have instituted embargos on the availability of frontlist titles through DDA. Others have removed all of their titles from DDA plans. The assumption seems to be that if publishers refuse to support DDA or make DDA prohibitively expensive, libraries will have no choice but to purchase e-books up front. Libraries do, however, have a choice; they can choose to not acquire ebooks from uncooperative publishers. Hopefully, solutions will be developed that will be sustainable for both libraries and publishers.
